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Research Questions
Germany, like other modern industrialized societies, has evolved into a knowledge-based economy. More than in the past, today, education is a lifelong process in which individuals continually learn in formal, nonformal, and informal environments. Individuals' educational careers and competencies and how they unfold over the life course in relation to family, educational institutions, workplaces, and private life are therefore a topic of major national interest. There are several social, economic and demographic changes that make education particularly important in modern societies. Examples are:
-The dramatic decline in unskilled job positions in the course of technological change raises issues concerning the proportion of youth who leave the educational system with poor competencies and/or without a certificate. Thus there are questions like Which factors influence educational participation and achievement in educational institutions? How are basic competencies related to school success, certificates, the transition into the labor market, and job careers?
-Technological change has also led to an increase in service, professional, and engineering positions requiring a host of social, communicational, and problemsolving skills. This upgrading of the job structure has enhanced the value of education, science competencies, and soft skills on the labor market and in society as a whole. Such changes inevitably affect the contents and processes of learning in schools, vocational training systems, and universities, triggering questions such as: What do students learn and which kind of competencies do individuals need in a knowledge society? How can we engender motivation and interest in reading, mathematics, and science? How is the development of reading, mathematical, and science competencies affected over the life course by different learning environments such as school, work, home, and community? How can we quantify the economic and social benefits of these competencies?
-The new information and media technologies are having an increasing impact on our daily lives and work. They are demanding an ability to communicate and share information. This raises questions about how far the educational system provides the relevant ICT literacy, social competencies, and personal skills to meet these demands.
-Increasing worldwide competition and globalization are stepping up the pace of social and economic change and making it necessary for individuals to exhibit greater flexibility and adaptability at their workplace and in society. The ability to learn new skills and to adapt has become an important requirement for getting jobs and being a successful citizen. Therefore, the question is how does initial full-time education influence the skills of learning and the attitudes toward educational institutions, further learning, and learning situations over the life course? How can we improve self-regulated learning so that individuals realize opportunities to take on challenging tasks, practice their learning and develop a deep understanding of a subject matter?
-Germany is also undergoing considerable demographic changes: There is a fertility decline, an ageing population, an increasing diversity of ethnic background, and a rising level of instability in family life. All these changes have direct consequences for individual educational processes (e.g., the impact of parental divorce on the educational careers of children and their competence development) and the educational institutions as a whole (e.g., when Hauptschule and Realschule are combined because of the declining number of students, or when older workers have to increase their participation in education during late adulthood). The capacity to follow individuals through the life course and to observe how educational experiences, competencies, and behavior are influenced by the formal, nonformal, or informal contexts in which they find themselves grants longitudinal studies a major role in understanding the role of education in modern society.
-Empirical studies such as PISA demonstrate that the quality and quantity of schooling that individuals acquire still depend to a large extent on the advantages or disadvantages that their parents confer throughout their childhood, adolescence, and adulthood. However, most of these educational inequalities are only documented on the basis of cross-sectional data. The causal mechanisms that produce primary and secondary outcomes as well as the cumulative processes over the educational career are still subject to considerable controversy in the literature on educational inequality -and can only be studied reasonably on the basis of longitudinal data. In particular, the complex and subtle role that schools, vocational training institutions, universities, and further education play in the maintenance of inequality and the allocation of persons to unequal positions in Germany across generations and within the life course is still not well understood. -For the participation in university and the labor market entries of academics, the HIS has conducted national longitudinal studies in which, however, no performance-based competence measurements were included. One of the HIS panels covers a cohort of school leavers qualified for higher education, follows their transition into university or vocational training and their subsequent educational career for a period of three and a half years after leaving school. The HIS graduates survey concentrates on the transition from university to the labor market and the further professional career. The DJI transition panel focuses on the transition of "disadvantaged" students who have finished the lower school track, and follows their paths into the vocational training system and their entry into the labor market (no competence tests have been conducted). There is also the ULME study in Hamburg that is testing competence development from the start to the end of a course at vocational school, independent of whether the vocational school is full-or part-time. One cohort starts with the newborn; the other, with children attending kindergarten/preschool institution (Early Childhood Longitudinal Study -ECLS). The situation for US education data can be described as an additive, repeated cohort sampling. This means that different cohorts are available for children and students at a specific stage in the educational career.
The complete data pattern of these cohorts delivers sequences reaching from birth up to the age of 30. However, there still remains a gap at the lower secondary level. This brief overview of different longitudinal studies using different longitudinal designs makes it clear that birth cohort studies take too much time to acquire a "complete" picture of the educational career. To study children's development and transitions until the end of the secondary school level would take nearly 20 years. Therefore, it is more efficient to concentrate on important sequences in the educational career. Samples must be drawn for every relevant sequence. Such a multicohort sequence design quickly provides the relevant information. In order to capture the influence of educational reforms and social change, new cohorts have to be sampled repeatedly. Such a strategy is comparable to the one followed by the US-National Center for Education Statistics.
In summary, there is a huge demand for high-quality longitudinal educational research in Germany. In particular, there is a clear need for both analytical and methodological progress in order to understand educational pathways through the life course and how they lead to different outcomes.
Future Developments in Germany: The National Educational Panel Study
In competence development will also affect the processes of educational decision making; and (3b) educational decisions will influence the future competence development over the life course. Focusing on these three key theoretical dimensions and their time-dependent interaction mechanisms, which generate change and development over the life course, establishes a foundation for powerful explanations and evidence-based research in the NEPS. It is well known from several recent studies that the educational outcomes of immigrants' children differ substantially from those of their peers from native families. These differences are likely to exist across the whole life course and follow very specific theoretical mechanisms. In addition to the three main theoretical dimensions, a fourth theoretical dimension of the NEPS is therefore concerned with the educational career of immigrants and their descendants. In order to account for ethnic inequalities, it is necessary to ask which specific resources and orientations on the levels of the individual, the family, the learning environment, and the context (e.g., local community), as well as which institutional (e.g., regulations of transitions, availability of education in German as a second language), societal (e.g., acculturation orientations), and political conditions (e.g., regulations for residency status) impact systematically the success of immigrants and their descendants in the education system and the labor market. The crucial theoretical and empirical task for the NEPS is therefore to identify the particular mechanisms affecting the competence development and the educational decision processes of immigrants.
Finally, a fifth important theoretical dimension for the NEPS concerns the issue of returns to education. Given that education unfolds over the life course and a myriad of interactions and relationships is involved, the measurement and modeling of returns to education must 9 concentrate on the changes of these outcomes over the life course and the complex dynamic interaction processes that take place when qualifications, competencies, and educational certificates at certain points in the life course are turned into future economic and noneconomic returns. Thus, at least three aspects are important for returns of education over the life course: The first is that education is a lifelong and cumulative process, and that the educational events and experiences in earlier life stages have consequences for later educational processes and competencies. In other words, from a life-course perspective, later educational participation and competence development are themselves returns to earlier educational investments (see Figure 1) . Second, educational events, considered in causal process models as being the causes of economic and non-economic returns, are shaped, to a large extent, by these returns. Finally, the importance of the different non-economic and economic returns strongly varies over the life course, because they are often associated with certain development stages or are connected to specific life-course transitions. The NEPS will focus on three economic dimensions: (a) reconsidering the effects of education in classic estimates of monetary returns to years or level of education, job opportunities, and job mobility rates; (b) returns to educational reforms; and, most importantly, (c) returns to specific school institutions. Apart from the monetary economic returns and the returns in terms of later education, the NEPS will include additional nonmonetary returns to education in several areas. Nonmarket returns may come most notably in the form of (a) health, (b) family and fertility behavior, (c) reduced crime and deviance, (d) increasing political and social participation, and (e) subjective well-being.
These five theoretical dimensions are called "pillars," because they will help the consortium to integrate the multicohort sequence design of the NEPS in terms of content, theory, and method and provide a unified mold for the NEPS. In organizational terms, these five theoretical key perspectives are represented by five substantively focused expert groups.
Since the NEPS is hosted at Bamberg University, the five pillars will be coordinated and integrated by experts from the Institute for Empirical Education Research Bamberg (INBIL).
In addition, two expert groups will support the NEPS: An expert group that will take care of the most important methodological issues of the NEPS such as sampling design, data cleaning, data archiving, data dissemination, as well as methodological analysis and training;
and an expert group on technology-based assessment (TBA) that will support the NEPS with respect to issues involved in computer-and Internet-based assessments.
The Multicohort Sequence Design of the NEPS
The aim of the NEPS is to provide fast and up-to-date information on educational processes in the various parts of the educational system. Thus, it cannot start with a single birth cohort and then follow it up for 20 years until some of the cohort members eventually leave university.
Instead, the consortium has decided to start with several well-chosen cohorts at the same time and to follow these cohorts over longer time spans in their lives. The cohorts will be selected around crucial educational transitions in the German educational system. The multicohort sequence design of the NEPS is shown in Figure 2 In other words, NEPS will start with five cohorts and follow them up over longer periods in the educational system (cf. Figure 2) . It is suggested that four of the five cohort studies begin in the fall of 2010 and then continue with annual observations (the vertical line in Figure 2 marks the end of a first 5-year funding period). These five cohorts will be complemented by a panel survey of individuals aged 23 to 64 who have already left full-time education in order to collect data on adult education and lifelong learning. The IAB has already started this survey in 2007 (cf. Figure 2) , and it will be integrated into the NEPS in 2009. This multicohort sequence design repeats its structure after some time. However, the next new cohort will not start in kindergarten age but with newly born children (at age 0;6 -see Figure 2 ), therefore allowing not only cohort comparisons but also the identification of age, period, and cohort effects (Schaie 1995, 30-32) -at least after some time.
In order to develop appropriate instruments for the different educational stages and transitions within the German educational system, the consortium will draw on seven expert groups. The idea is that the expert groups on the five pillars cooperate closely with the expert groups responsible for the seven educational stages in developing the necessary questionnaires and competence tests for the NEPS. The representatives of the pillars will ensure that the unified research perspective represented by the five pillars is taken into account by all stage-specific research groups and that the measurement instruments are comparable across the various cohorts of the NEPS. 
Some Concluding Remarks
The center of the NEPS consoritum is hosted at the INBIL (Institut für bildungsiwssenschaftliche Längsschnittforschung) at Bamberg University. The role of the INBIL and the division of work between the INBIL, the expert groups, and the survey institutes is described in detail in the research proposal (Blossfeld 2008) : In a first step, the questionnaires and test instruments for the 7 educational stages of the NEPS will be constructed in close collaboration between the INBIL and the expert groups. Because the coordinators of the pillars are members of the INBIL, it is guaranteed that the multicohort sequence studies will be integrated in terms of concepts, operationalizations, and measurements. After the measurement instruments have been constructed, the INBIL will, in a second step, commission survey institutes to carry out the random sampling and the data collection. After data collection, the survey institutes will deliver the data sets to the data center of the INBIL. The INBIL will then perform data cleaning, validation, coding, scale construction, data weighting, imputation, anonymization, data preparation, data documentation, and so forth. After collection, cleaning, and archiving, the NEPS data will be disseminated to the scientific community as quickly as possible. For this purpose, the NEPS will produce a Scientific Use File and offer training courses on how to effectively exploit the potentials of the NEPS for appropriate analyses of all forms.
In sum, the NEPS will create an excellent scientific evidence base with which to address a broad range of both basic and applied questions in the field of education, and to inform policymaking. In particular, the NEPS will provide representative data on the condition of all relevant parts of the educational system in Germany (system monitoring) and offer a better scientific evidence base for educational reforms and political consultation (system improvement).
